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1 INTRODUCTION
There is a growing public1, political2, and academic discourse promoting the idea that data have 
the potential to empower citizens [4, 62, 75], and in the UK, there is a strong emphasis on the use of 
data to inform policymaking processes. In particular, evidence-based policymaking is at the centre 
of national and regional urban planning processes. However, new policy devices legislated through 
the Localism Act (2011) [15] have caused a shift through which ordinary citizens are increasingly 
taking on the role of policy-maker in their local communities.
Neighbourhood Planning [15] is the flagship of these new policy devices, ostensibly designed 
to devolve power away from central and local government directly to citizens, allowing them, for
1https://www.theguardian.com/media-network/2016/aug/19/apps-for-democracy-open-data-and-the-future-of-politics 
2https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-support-for-tech-to-boost-public-sector-productivity
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example, to write their own statutory planning policy [29]. Despite the promise of democratic
renewal this brings, it raises a number of challenges for civil society organisations and individual
actors as they assume new roles in new structures of governance and decision-making frameworks.
Increasingly, civil society actors are instituted into a position of responsibility without the means
to fulfil their new role, specifically but not exclusively in terms of access to relevant data.
Despite scientific and quantitative knowledge being accused of offering "limited potential for
improving the evidence base of policy development" [63] it is widely privileged in policymaking.
The planning system, even since the Neighbourhood Planning Bill [15, 16], has remained largely
unchanged, leaving those who work within planning to call for processes that encourage greater
citizen deliberation over issues [5, 69]. It is argued that policymaking is better understood as "a
process of deliberation which weighs beliefs, principles, and actions under conditions of multiple frames
for the interpretation and evaluation of the world" [20]. This echoes the position of political science
scholars who call for more ‘deliberative’ and dialogue-based processes [27, 36, 50].
These issues and concerns led us to our research questions and guided our investigation into
new ways to support such processes. As such, we identified a need to better understand (i) the
challenges faced by civil society organisations involved in devolved decision-making; (ii) the role
national statistics data (e.g. Deprivation Index), local data collected by civic groups through (e.g.
surveys and opinion polls) and media, plays in these processes; and, (iii) the ways in which theories
and methods of more dialogic forms of engagement, such as deliberative democracy, can be used to
facilitate these processes of policymaking.
In this paper, we explore ‘data’ as a "resource for action" [68] at a community level in the context
of Neighbourhood Planning. To investigate the practices of a community in relation to ‘data’ and
explore the challenges, opportunities and limitations of constructing ‘neighbourhood data’ as a
legitimate local policymaking resource, we use observations, workshops, and interviews. Through
reporting on this research, we contribute to CSCW research by bringing into focus the complex
collaborative processes around a consultation event and beyond, and the role data play in those
processes. We present this in three ways: (i) through an analysis of interview transcripts, we
offer insights on the discussion around the role of data in complex but increasingly commonplace
political processes at the civil society level; (ii) we present findings from a series of workshops,
in which citizens used data as part of deliberation in the context of local consultation; and (iii)
we provide design principles for data-driven civic technologies based on an intersection of our
experiences of practice and democratic theory. These principles emphasise a need to develop a
more value-sensitive understanding of the kinds of actions that are resourced through data, and the
need for design that supports communities to understand their own issues, rather than to simply
gather evidence.
2 BACKGROUND
In this section, in order to give context to the study, we discuss related work, before outlining
the implications of localism legislation for community organisations and citizens involved in
neighbourhood planning. We also raise questions associated with introducing dialogic forms of
data as a new dataset in this setting, highlighting the benefits of democratic deliberation in local
consultation and decision-making processes as well as barriers to making it meaningful in processes
that rely heavily on official statistics in so-called data-driven policy design.
2.1 Civically Engaged Technology Design
Within experimental and design fields such as HCI and CSCW, the area of civic technology can be
seen as an "area of study loosely defined as the design and use of technology to support both formal and
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informal aspects of government and public services" [9, p2970]. It is defined elsewhere as ‘civically
engaged’ technology design [7], digital civics research [3, 58], and a ‘civic turn’ [41].
The focus of our digital civics research is around the potential value of structured (data) games and
interactions to support civic deliberation and consultation around local-level urban planning. There
are several examples of structured games for consultation, both online and offline. Despite varying
in context, effectiveness, and purpose, all share common characteristics, and a common genealogy.
There is a long tradition in participatory design research and co-design around participatory
games as a means of engaging citizens and facilitating collaboration [11, 26], and this approach is
common in civil society contexts, such as urban planning consultation [61]. In Participation Design
Things, Ehn [22] explains that "democracy and skill as guiding values for participatory design lead to
an interest in legitimate participation as well as possibilities for users to express and communicate
‘tacit knowledge’ and ‘aesthetic experience’." These values are epitomised by Schuler’s re-framing of
the normative ideals of deliberative democracy into a set of challenges for interaction designers
[64]. Schuler first sets out how deliberative forms of democracy are vital to the future, and how
technology and interaction design are vital to achieving deliberative democracy.
In Planning with Crowdsourced Data the authors identify the role data collected by cyclists using
a purpose built mobile application played at an urban planning event. In the reporting of the
study the authors suggest that data be viewed "not as a means of fact-collection, but a space for
discourse, discussion, and argumentation." [47, p1726]. This of course, creates an additional layer of
challenge for public officials related to sense-making and translation. These challenges are further
explored and investigated in the Community Conversational study on how to integrate dialogue
captured at consultation events for neighbourhood-level planning into a tool for decision-makers
[40]. Despite being successful in facilitating dialogue, this lacked a meaningful influence on the
policy processes due to a lack of information that was perceived as ‘evidence’. Another example of
civic technology to structure dialogue is@stake [35], a ‘serious game’ designed to build deliberative
capacity through role-play and facilitate more deliberative interactions in consultations associated
with Participatory Budgeting exercises. In addition, serious game design has been implemented
with a focus on data access and sense-making. Datascape [75] is a game designed to support citizens
to better understand the relationship between data, and the environment from which it is derived.
Through a board game prototype, the authors explore the idea of using a map as a filter for open
data sources, enabling users to access data by location. In the prototype of the game developed for
the Datascape study, participants were asked to choose where they would like data to be collected
based on a perception of ‘missing’ data. The work is motivated by a hypothesis that the public fail
to recognize the utility of available data. In another investigation into this issue, the authors of
Storytelling with Data led calls to support relationships and facilitate communication between civil
society groups and experts in data science [25]. Short of designing game mechanics, a number of
studies focus on making engagement with data more interactive. These include VoxBox, [34] in
which participants submit responses to traditional questionnaire prompts in a tangible interface
and similarly the Sens-us project [33] in which submitting traditional responses to the UK Census
questionnaire was made physical and fun.
Civically engaged technology design researchers in this space are asking questions about the
role of data and the relationship between data, action, and knowledge. Gaver et al have developed
devices and a study to invoke curiosity around big data and space withDatacatcher [32], whereas the
Data-in-Place study [49, 70] looked to investigate the meaningfulness and contextual significance
of data with a combination of digital technologies in residents’ homes and in shared spaces on
one street. Other research in CSCW-related fields has focused on the role of technologies in the
hands of citizens and civic authorities, including studies into how citizens use technology to
participate in local governance and influence their socio-political experiences [24]. Researchers in
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this space have more recently explored the idea of a ‘data commons’, for example Balestrini et al [6]
investigated a shared resource for citizen-generated data to tackle issues of damp housing in a UK
city. Digital civics research of the type reviewed here is increasingly interested in and characterised
by collaboration with civil society, defined here as community organisations, resident associations,
NPOs and charities working with communities.
2.2 Localism and Civil Society
In the UK, the context in which this study took place, civil society groups are commonly bestowed
powers and responsibilities in new structures of governance brought about by a mixture of localist
politics and austerity. Under these new structures of governance, increasingly ordinary citizens
are taking the role of the bureaucrat in localism initiatives, changing the nature of political repre-
sentation [44]. Many scholars and commentators championed the Localism Act (2011) as a way to
give citizens the strong engagement with local authorities that had been missing [42, 67]. However,
reductions in spending and staffing, and an increased focus on devolved powers to citizens instead
created a "political parallel" [65] for local council leaders. In reality, without resources to support
local communities, local authorities have experienced a "double devolution" [45, 56] where the
relationships between the state, the citizenry and local councils has changed in a profound way.
Local civic authorities have become increasingly reliant on civil society and the voluntary sector.
As such, the Localism Act (2011) presents what appears to be an opportunity to ‘empower’ commu-
nities and citizens, but in practice acts as a way of relieving civic authorities of unsustainable costs.
Communities, social innovation organisations, civil society groups and the citizenry are left to ‘do
it for themselves’ in the absence of expected local authority support. Moreover, ordinary citizens
in new positions of responsibility in such initiatives do not have the same reasonable access to
data sources, or the ability to use data in their consultation or policymaking processes, despite
an expectation that data is presented in policy documents as a pre-requisite of adoption by the
local planning authority [16, 17]. Furthermore, prior work has highlighted that civil society groups
privileged and prioritised evidence of consultation, rather than evidence for policymaking [40].
2.3 Deliberation and Legitimacy
Similar to the participatory design tradition that states those affected by a design should have a say
in its process [22], deliberative democracy insists that those who are affected by a decision should
have a say in the decision-making process [57]. Beyond broader ideological claims of deliberative
democracy, citizen deliberation – distinguished from other forms of deliberation by the motivation
to include ordinary citizens – is argued to have a positive impact on the attitudes and behaviors
of citizens who participate, including greater civic efficacy, and ability to be more reflective on
issues [28, 30, 36] (see Table 1). It is also argued that deliberation is a method for "future visioning"
[60]. However, among other criticisms, most deliberative events involving citizens struggle to be
noticed and taken seriously by relevant decision-making authorities or policy-makers (see [39, 54]).
This is often related to issues of transmission between informal discursive arenas and formal
decision-making arenas [10, 39, 55].
As Hakken [37] warns, the presumptions we have about knowledge have now become embodied
in economic policies and social programs, which for us opens questions about ‘datafication’ [53]
where the collection of statistics about citizens is framed as ‘knowledge’ for creating policies that
affect people’s lives. Here we explore how data can be used as a "resource for action" [68] during
citizen deliberation, both to add an epistemic function during deliberative processes, and as a form
of evidence for policymaking by creating the basis of ‘legitimate’ evidence for the civil society
groups to use in their devolved policymaking processes.
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Table 1. Reasons for Discursive Democratic Engagement
Inform policy Identifying the public’s values and concerns helps policy-
makers. When problems are close to citizens, they can
give their own insights and then "offer critical pieces of
the puzzle"
Legitimise policy When citizens engage authentically in decision-making,
it is easier to legitimise outcomes
Free up policy process Citizen participation can help loosen political deadlocks
Help citizensmove toward "pub-
lic judgment" on issues
With deliberation citizens can mature their opinions
about issues. Recognition of political manipulation is
more frequent
Promote a healthier democratic
culture and more capable citi-
zenry
Deliberative public engagement helps democratic culture
and practice. It provides new methods for democratic
action
Build community With public deliberation it is possible to build stronger
communities
Catalyse civic action Deliberation facilitates civic action. Deliberation creates
more active citizens
Source: Friedman 2006 pp17-19.
We ask what data are relevant, and what is the relevance of data to people’s lives? In concep-
tualizing ‘neighbourhood data’ we bring forward an ontological position, following Taylor et al
[70] and Wegner [73] that understands data as subjective and bound up in particular contexts,
situations, socio-material and temporal worlds, something that is incomplete, potentially enriching,
and potentially misleading. In the following section, we discuss a study wherein we considered the
relationships between data and people, by investigating the potential uses of open data for citizen
participation during the early stages of a neighbourhood planning consultation process. We were
interested in the relevance of data to people in representing matters of local concern. In doing so
we investigate the role of data, and how they might be used in more creative and value-sensitive
ways within wider participatory civic processes.
3 STUDY DESIGN
The study takes shape across three activities. The first activity involved a process of understanding
the key stakeholder community members and residents through the construction of an ethnogra-
phy informed by informal interviews, participant-observations at community events, and official
meetings for the Neighbourhood Plan. The second activity involved running citizen mapping work-
shops, where a paper prototype version of Community Conversational [40] was modified to include
graphs and tables representing data for different areas of the town. The third activity consisted
of semi-structured interviews with ten civil society group actors involved in the community. The
interviewees represented the largest three local civil society organisations that focus their work
in the community with roles in the organisation ranging from chief executives to front-line staff.
We also interviewed an employee of the local authority, involved in community engagement in
the area, and an elected local councillor who worked closely with the community and civil society
organisations.
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In the following sections, we first provide details from each part of the study, then present a
findings section in which we discuss our thematic analysis of the interview data from the interviews
carried out, as outlined in section 3.3. This precedes a discussion section wherein we present our
concluding remarks concerning the wider collaborative implications when bringing together locally
relevant data and traditional consultation processes with public bodies to support devolved local
decision-making.
3.1 Activity 1 - Understanding the Community
The study is part of a long-term engagement with the community, to understand how technology
design might support discussion between people, and how it might capture experiences, ideas,
concerns and questions about how neighbourhoods may be designed and planned differently in the
future. The first phase of our collaboration with the community began 12 months before Activity 2
and coincided with the initial stages of the Neighbourhood Plan process. Over the course of that
year, we worked with local authority actors, several community actors, and civil society groups on
various projects and events in the area to get a better understanding of the place and the people
living there.
Following this there was a period of six-months during which the research team took the role of
participant-observer in a series of meetings organised by the civil society groups. These were held
with with residents who were interested in becoming part of the Neighbourhood Plan working
group, to explore how they could use the Neighbourhood Plan to bring about change to improve
the community. These meetings resulted in the creation of five themes (e.g., housing, employment,
etc.), which could act as areas of focus for the beginnings of putting together a local planning
policy document. Despite some interest, the attendance at these meetings was often disappointing,
and a concern that not only were the same small group of residents attending, but also within that
group some people had a dominant influence on discussions. Regular meetings and discussions
with the community leaders who were driving the process forward resulted in the decision that in
order to support the democratic processes of the neighbourhood plan, there was need for a wider
engagement with the community. We were asked to design and run some engagement workshops
with residents to explore how to address these issues and engage the wider community. The groups
had carried out several consultations in the past, using traditional methods, such as town hall
meetings, questionnaires, and posting leaflets through residents’ doors, but they asked us to use
our experience as interaction design methods researchers to run some workshop activities that
would engage residents in a structured dialogue.
3.2 Activity 2 - Designing a Consultation Process
The research team consulted a series of existing tools and design workshop activities before deciding
on deploying an adopted version of the Community Conversational platform discussed in section
2.1 of this paper. This particular platform was successfully used to structure conversation and
provide a level playing field that offered equal opportunities for all participants to have their voices
heard. Importantly, it was a place-based table-top design that could work on any map meaning
we could create a map of the area for the neighbourhood plan and use the other components
‘off-the-shelf’. However, as pointed out in section 2.1, the original board game did not utilise
community data, therefore in order to work within the context and aims of this study, the platform
had to be re-designed to include a ‘data’ element. Building on the original platform which was
designed to structure and capture conversations about people’s experiences of living in a specific
neighbourhood, we integrated a layer of data to it using open-source datasets from governmental
institutions (i.e. Home Office, Office of National Statistics). This was presented to participants as
simple tables, graphs and graphics embedded as a layer into the map that formed the board for the
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board game. The map data was based on the five priority areas for the area, as identified during the
initial community meetings with residents (i.e., housing, transport, employment, health, anti-social
behavior and crime).
The first step in designing this was the creation of a paper prototype design that involved printing
out the graphs onto a layer of A0 paper, and cutting out flaps on the map so participants could lift
the flap to reveal the information in the relevant geographic area of the town [see fig. 1].
Fig. 1. The paper map and ’data layer’ used in the mapping workshops.
Our collaborators provided the venue for the workshops and invited residents to them through
their social networks. Our role was to explain the activity once residents arrived and provide a
report to the civil society groups involved in the planning process, on what information we captured
during the workshops. We first ran two pilot studies with each of the groups in their community
buildings, before holding the main workshop in one of the buildings. The workshop was held on the
same day as a community event at the building around safe communities and residents were able to
sign up before or on the day. Despite only three people signing up beforehand, we ran a workshop
including 12 residents across two tables. The workshop lasted one hour, including instructions at
the start. We recorded the audio of the discussion on each table as well as using a video camera to
record where the markers were moved during the activity. Throughout these activities we carried
out observations and spoke to many volunteers and residents we recorded in fieldwork diaries.
Residents took part in the activity and looked at the data presented on the map. However, their
interaction and discussion around the data revealed a distance from what was represented: for
example, the granularity of the data was an issue where one area was shown to have high levels
of anti-social behavior, but residents claimed this was a more specific area, and felt this showed
the wider area in an unfair light (see section 4). As reported in previous studies (e.g.[3, 25, 75]),
the most interesting discussion came from storytelling and participants’ personal reflections and
opinions.
Our collaborating civil society actors observed themapping workshops, or in some cases took part
as residents, where we asked them to take the role of ‘community member’ rather than ‘community
leader’. After the workshops we interviewed the civil society actors who had collaborated on the
workshops with us, those present at the workshops, and some other community leaders who were
not part of the workshops, including the local neighbourhood police officer and the local councillor,
as reported below.
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3.3 Activity 3 - Understanding the Community Leaders
Our ten formal interview participants all worked in the community, in either a civil society role
(staff or volunteer at charity or community organisation) as an elected member of the local council,
or were a council officer. All participants we interviewed were residents of the town, apart the
chief officer of one civil society group, the council officer, and one charity worker, who travelled in
from neighbouring areas in the region. This was an important part of the selection criteria, as on
some level we were putting our interviewees in the position of representatives of the community.
They had worked in their current role for between 1.5 and 17 years, for an average time of 7
years. Apart from the elected councilor who had worked in civil society roles previously, all of our
participants were employees or volunteers (some worked part-time and volunteered their time
over those contracted hours) of their respected civil society organisations.
Members of the research team interviewed participants one-on-one at a location within the
community chosen by them. After an interview the researcher asked the interviewee to suggest
the next person to interview, and to pass on a request for interview with information about the
study. Whichever member of the research team carried out the interview it followed the same
semi-structured interview schedule that focused on questions about their role in the community,
their experiences of community engagement, what they considered to be the main issues and
positive elements of the community, and what information and resources they required to fulfill
their role. These interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for analysis as discussed in the
following section.
4 FINDINGS
We present our analysis of the interview transcriptions, following a constructionist, data-driven
approach to Braun and Clarke’s ‘recipe’ for thematic analysis [12]. The data is organised into
four themes that represent groupings of coded interview data into wider issues that represent our
participants’ experiences in their own words. Telling Stories discusses the negative stereotypes
the community face as a result of national data and how they resist these labels; Keeping it for
Themselves brings to attention how these issues relate to the work of the civil society groups,
while also bringing into focus the resources and knowledge in the community across the civil
society organisations (specifically, the benefits of joining together these resources and the obstacles
surrounding this). Some of these obstacles are highlighted in the third theme, Pulling Together,
Pushing Apart, which discusses relationships within the community and between the organisations,
as well as a lack of trust of those in power. The final theme, Getting Things Done, focuses on issues
of disempowerment, conflict and loyalty, as well as forms of action. The context for this theme is
provided in Telling Stories and Pulling Together, Pushing Apart, in which issues of ’othering’ and
trust come to the fore.
4.1 Telling Stories
The community we are engaging with is perennially at the top of the UK government’s list of most
deprived areas according to the national statistics indicators. Open data, and how this is reported on
and conceived, therefore often gives the community a label that brings with it negative perceptions,
a reputation associated with anti-social behaviour, and crime.
There is resistance against the ‘deprived area’ tag which is commonly discussed. One community
organisation worker told us the local news media are prone to perpetuating a negative image of
the community: "no matter what you do that’s positive, the papers put a negative spin on it" (P7). The
media does not tell the story in a way that is recognisable to the community. P6, a senior member
of a charity organisation in the community, discusses this as a representation that is difficult to
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control and is surprised by the perception that is constructed: "I’ve recently seen two or three films
about the estate - and we’ve been involved in a lot of them. And in each occasion, I’ve been shocked by
the pictures, and they are the things I see every day." An image–considered misleading–is constructed
in this film which focuses on damaged and vandalised buildings or untidy parts of the community.
The media coverage of the community is perceived by P2 as a way of perpetuating negative
stereotypes associated with deprivation. The ‘deprived’ label is referred to as something that is
‘used against’ the community: "I mightn’t have the best paid job or I’m not in the statistics that say
‘this is a high-income job’ but you don’t humiliate people by saying I’m deprived. [...] A lot of the
young’uns were a bit miffed that they were still saying it was sort of deprived, you know they’re trying
to better themselves".
Our participants often reflect that it is easy to show statistics about deprivation, but more difficult
to show the positive things that the community organisations do, in their work with residents.
From early in our collaboration with the community and partner organisations they discussed
a will to create positive stories about the community. One community leader explained this as
something they feel is unfair: "I think they’re fiercely proud and loyal to one another [...] and because
they’ve been labelled, they want to sort of rally against it I think" (P4). There were times when
community leaders spoke about part of their role as a responsibility to show positive stories in
order to counteract the media portrayal: "I mean in some respects I think organisations like ours have
got a bit of a responsibility to collect...I mean we do collect positive stories of things, that have changed
for the better and that’s largely why we get up every day and come to work" (P4). One community
leader told us that it was important to them to have forms of information beyond the headline
deprivation figures: "The life stories have got to be part of it, like case studies, that sort of thing." (P6).
The idea that there were parts of their work that were not easily made visible, was discussed
often. For example, P8, who works with young people co-designing projects with the community,
articulated the point that their work is not visible to the rest of the community. They used the
example of a youth club as a very visible thing in the community and as something one can draw
out figures for by using attendance as a metric of success: "A core group of young people would use
that youth centre. But if another group of young people were intimidated by that group they wouldn’t
come in. So even though you’ve got 50 or 20 kids there, it doesn’t mean to say you’re doing an effective
service for young people." Here, doing something positive with a smaller group of marginalised
young people is considered something that would not look like an ’effective service’ but it is where
the real value is in their work.
There is a perception that the services provided by civil society groups is only for those who are
struggling. This perspective from the outside world is problematic for the civil society groups in
terms of engaging people in community projects, who don’t want to be seen as "tramps or whatever"
for using the services the civil society group provide. Paradoxically, statistics that show deprivation
make it easier for them to apply for funding from national funding bodies: "We’re often asked by
funder to portray the worst possible picture of the estate" (P6).
The perceptions that exist within the community present a problem for those working to empower
and improve the lives of citizens. On one hand, national statistics data (e.g., the deprivation index)
makes it easier for them to get funding to continue as a charity or community organisation. On the
other, it makes their task more difficult, because it creates the stigma around using their services
and discourages residents from getting involved in civic action. This opens up questions about the
role of national statistics data in local decision-making whether it should be part of such processes
at all, and what opportunities communities have to create their own stories to challenge what this
data represents.
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4.2 Keeping it for Themselves
In discussing the day-to-day work of one civil society group, the director explained that it was not
the rudimentary, persistent issues and social problems that ‘attracted’ funding. To apply for funding
from national charities concessions, such as focusing on a particular age group or particular social
issue, are often needed in order to get the funding. P6 explains: "So, to try to package that up to
a funder who’s looking for something that’s sparkly and give them lots of press coverage, it’s quite
difficult to do that".
Moreover, even when a funding bid is successful there are often caveats attached. P3 described
their dismay at the restrictions attached to some funding bids around the circumstances of individ-
uals. For example, they are faced with a difficult situation when they are awarded money to provide
and run a service but have to deny access to these services to people they know are in need but who
are not eligible for certain social benefits under the Universal Credit scheme3. They are awarded
funding but cannot legitimately use it to carry out the day-to-day work of the charity: "and you can
only do certain things if you’re [the service user] on certain benefits, well it’s not providing a service
for everyone".
P7 described a frustration with the facilities their group have, stating that they are underused
due to lack of awareness about them within the community: "I think it would be good for people to
see what is available because I think a lot of people on the estate don’t know this is here [...] and then
you compare it with another area where there’s nothing - maybe people will look at it and think ‘yea
there is things here’".
It is possible to imagine that sharing information about services would have a significant role in
increasing groups’ visibility to residents and to each other. Although this data exists it does not
seem to be used effectively. In the following quote P8 indicates that the local data the groups hold
should be enough to inform the neighbourhood plan: "Not duplicating what people are already doing.
[...] You can feed data into that plan...of what you’ve got [...] I think we could give you that information
using the data we’ve got." Reflecting on the agencies that might collect data that would be useful,
one community representative suggested that there are several kinds of data collection within the
community from medical organisations, community organisations as well as other administrative
data: "I suspect the only people who aren’t collecting data in a formal way are the people who live
here" (P4).
The community organisations do not always agree on priorities for the community. Most of the
groups told us a priority was to invest in infrastructure for young people which was the result of
a data collection exercise carried out by one of the groups: "we done a survey a few year ago and
the priority for that was stuff for kids." (P7). However, this is challenged by P8 who explained that
these misconceptions occurred due to groups not being aware of each other’s work: "And I think
the mistake that adults make is ‘there’s nothing for young people’ because they can’t physically see it."
There are contrasting views from one civil society group to another who each do their own
research and administrative data collection. They do not, or perhaps cannot, share that data or
collate it with one another, leading to misconceptions about what provision already exists and
what the priorities should be for the community. Data required to inform a Neighbourhood Plan
exists, but it is distributed across different civil society groups, and each group doesn’t know what
the other groups hold. As such, this data is effectively lost to the Neighbourhood Plan, and other
policy processes.
3Universal Credit is an unpopular social benefits scheme introduced by the UK Government to replace six previous benefit
schemes, including unemployment benefit, tax credits and housing benefit.
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4.3 Pulling Together, Pushing Apart
Community initiatives and data-driven interventions have created a distrust toward large charity or-
ganisations from residents and local civil society groups. This stems from an issue of data ownership
and control, and the way the community’s data can be leveraged for top-down interventions that
‘miss the point’ of the community’s issues. Through speaking to the community leaders it quickly
became clear there is a history of interventions in the community not only from local but also
from national organisations providing short-term courses and carrying out various development
projects around new and existing infrastructure. This has prompted concern that national charities,
in particular, apply for funding in this specific locality, as a way of doing headline-making work,
by virtue of its score on the deprivation index.
Such concerns have led to short-term engagements that end abruptly when the funding runs
out: "A lot of people have tried to do quick fixes but they just need to be here for the people, to support
them" (P3). Many successful projects have closed due to funding running out, which has led to
unemployment of local residents, who were employed as part of a project: "But when they ran out of
funding they can’t sustain that particular project to employ those people anymore, the project itself sort
of closed down." (P4). One significant project involving substantial "European money" was invested
in two new developments in the area. Residents felt let down by unfulfilled promises that it would
create employment for the area: "I mean I think the residents were promised that they would employ
local people of the estate and they brought outside contractors in. So, everything that the people on the
estate got promised didn’t materialise" (P1). P8, an experienced youth worker reflected about what it
takes to make a difference in the community: "I think the worst thing you can do as an outsider, as
a professional, is to come into an area and then assume things and do to people rather than identify
what their needs are."
P2, a worker and volunteer in a charity that focuses on getting people back into employment,
explained that when trying to encourage residents to take part in civic action designed to improve
their quality of life, they would often get a negative response because of residents’ apathy towards
the local authority borne out of an overwhelming sense of residents not having a voice: "Yeah, ‘is
it really worth it?’ ‘Will it happen?’ [...] that is the difference." This seemed to discourage the civil
society groups from association with the local authority. Instead, they felt it was better to be ‘on
the side of’ the residents. During our time with the community the local authority have arranged
events where the attendance is much lower than events organised by the community groups.
There are some local authority officers that are respected within the community but, interestingly,
these public officials are described in a way that portrays them as autonomous from the local
authority: "I mean I know if we see glass lying around and that we can phone because we’ve got good
links with [Anon: local authority office]. We just say ‘look there’s graffiti on the wall can you come
down and get it off?’ Or ‘there’s glass down here’ and he’ll just come and do it straight away." (P1).
The groups feel they should show a loyalty to residents in the community who have been let
down in the past by the local authority: "They haven’t been listened to in the past so they’re a bit
reluctant [...] so they just think ‘let’s not bother, it’s not worth it’" (P3). One community leader we
interviewed identified the barrier to involving residents in the Neighbourhood Plan is: "I think
people locally are quite wary of the council, they don’t see them in a friendly way." (P4).
P1 described the connection of the Plan with the local authority as the single most problematic
barrier and even discussed thinking about being able to disguise or obfuscate the local authority’s
role in this: "You can’t guarantee that most of the residents on here won’t want to work with the
Council. If we say ‘we had to involve’ - which you do, have to involve your local council - they’ll be
((makes noises of disinterest)) because they’ve been promised that much off the council in the past and
it’s never materialised" (P1).
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P4 talked of changing the terminology as a solution: "I mean the word ‘neighbourhood plan’
sounds a bit kind of ‘local authority’ doesn’t it [...] it’s about maybe changing some of the language."
Typically, issues of ownership are a challenge in data-driven projects. In the community we were
working with, the local authority is discussed as a ‘guardian’ of the data: "at the minute, unless you
go to the Council you don’t know what data is where." (P1). Civil society groups do not have easy
access to local authority or national statistics data. As such, data ownership is the root of some
distrust among them. The relationship with some groups is so degraded that it would be difficult to
arrange access and support: "That political support, you would have thought would have been easily
obtainable wasn’t." (P6).
There is also a distrust linked with power and a sense that there is a paternal inequitable
relationship. "I think you can prove anything with numbers and certainly politicians have shown
us you can just pluck numbers out of the air." (P6). This is representative of a national distrust
exemplified by press stories of senior political figures misusing national statistics for political gain
and being ‘outed’ in the press.
Community leaders we spoke to reflected that time was the key factor in building trust with the
community. The amount of time spent getting to know all of the agencies is often stated very clearly,
with an emphasis on time and not being able to take shortcuts: "you talk to other agencies, you visit
all the other agencies, you talk to the churches, you talk to the people in the community - parents,
people who live here." (P8). This particular civil society organisation has been in the community for
almost four decades, and gives insight into the negative perception civil society groups have for
interventions from the local authority or national charities: "a couple of weeks programme doesn’t
work, you need long-term" (P3).
There are issues of trust between citizens and the local authority that act as a barrier to engage-
ment. Civil society have a distrust of the local authority, particularly around ownership of data,
and based on past experiences share a mistrust of the local authority with residents, which caused
barriers to engagement with civil society groups around the Neighbourhood Plan process.
4.4 Getting Things Done
When discussing the data we prepared for the paper prototypemap (see fig. 1) used in the workshops,
one community leader talked about a concern that the level of granularity of the data might generate
tensions within the community. It could create divisions between residents, in particular when
some sections of the community could be compared with another: "The whole area is deprived, not
that street’s worse of than that street so if I cross the road I’m going to be better off than them that live
there, but I’m still living on the estate. That’s crap!" (P1).
Often language used in the interviews reflected the sense that civil society organisations were
there to ‘fight’ on behalf of the community, in particular, against the local authority: "We had to
fight to get a bigger building, we had to fight the Council and it got nasty in parts, it wasn’t an easy
job" (P6). This sense of having to look out for one another was dominant. For residents, this is
discussed as existing within one particular community group. As discussed above, there are three
main organisations in the community, each having a different mission statement but with a lot
of overlap in terms of basic community services. A sense of ‘rivalry’ and partisan attitude exists
between these groups:"[There are] tensions within the community in terms of loyalty, and you know,
whether or not they’ll come to this building [...] it’s not exactly tribalism, but there is a bit of that sort
of sense that a community tends to cluster around specific organisations or specific people" (P4).
Residents who use the services of the civil society groups we worked with felt a sense of loyalty
to the group. This is in contrast to their feelings toward the local authority who, despite carrying
out community engagement work and funding projects in the area, are not seen favorably. P6, a
long-serving community organisation worker in a charity, explained to us that the sense of apathy
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and disenfranchisement stems from bad experiences: "And maybe that pride is a bit of bravado and
a bit of ’we can cope’ but in fairness they’ve had a lot thrown at them over the years and they’ve come
out - they’re still surviving."
As a research team, we would often be warned that, based on past experiences, getting people
involved in projects would be difficult, and for valid reasons. P1, reflecting on their own experiences
advised us that residents would need to see change happen before getting involved: "I think that if
they knew they had the voice and they also had the power to say ‘no you’re not building on there’ [...]
‘that you have to come through us first before they can do it’ I think that would probably give them a
little bit of thinking ‘oh right, I can now finally have a say.’" (P1) The way the civil society groups
discuss their interactions with the local authority shows they have had to adopt a partisan position
to achieve their goals for the residents. Communication at times goes along a more lobbyist or
activist approach: "because we kept on at the Council [...] and we kept it on the agenda and we kept
forcing it" (P8).
In order to build a sense of community and protect those who used their services, the civil society
workers often spoke of their roles as acting on behalf of residents. The civil society actors are
committed to the idea of the Neighbourhood Plan as a tool for raising engagement that creates an
opportunist moment in order to fulfil their wider agenda around social cohesion and improving the
lives of people in the community. However, there is a need to maintain a sense of being ‘on the side’
of residents rather than with the local authority. Another issue is the timescales of decision-making
processes and eventual outcomes. For example, P8 is concerned that the way the Neighbourhood
Plan process works will never suit any of the young people they work with: "I’d struggle to get
young people along to a meeting about the community plan (sic) [...] they don’t want to come and
talk about it, they want to go straight to direct action". P6 echoed this frustration at the challenge
of knowing the best form of civic action, relating it to issues of disenfranchisement and power: "I
think sometimes there’s a will to change but they just don’t know the way to do it [...] it’s difficult to
change from a position where you’ve got no power."
The slowness of official decision-mkaing processes are at odds with the ‘direct action’ residents
have become used to when working with community leaders. This creates a gap between engage-
ment and action, as well as a "participation gap" [1], whereby it is more difficult for some sections
of the community to take part than others. In the next section we discuss how digital technologies
may support the issues with data and collaboration, and promote a more active citizenry, as well as
facilitate civic advocacy.
5 DISCUSSION
The tensions around using open datasets (e.g. national statistics) for local decision-making are those
of context, meaning and access. In trying to investigate these tensions our findings highlight the
experiences civil society organisations face when given devolved decision-making responsibility,
as well as their their relationship with data, the local authority, and the citizens in their community.
In the following sections, we draw on some key issues: how we should define the negotiation
between data, knowledge, and action; how new forms of participation might add legitimacy in new
structures of governance; and how community resources and access to shared data might promote
a more capable citizenry.
5.1 Defining Neighbourhood Data
The Office for National Statistics (the body responsible for collecting, storing and making available
open data in the UK), defines ‘neighbourhood data’ as local statistics or small area data derived
from national statistics. When we asked our participants about neighbourhood data they started
by describing demographics and simple statistics like employment and occupancy rates but on
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closer inspection, the types of data that did affect their lives came from a multitude of sources (e.g.,
administrative data, services, residents’ stories, availability and use of community resources). The
way that open data from national sources could be meaningful to them would mean being able
to contextualise it with other local sources of data, such as the organisation’s own administrative
data, and stories and opinions from residents.
Participants in the study did not recognise their own neighbourhood in the official data with
which they were presented. The data made people feel they were misrepresented and they put
distance between themselves and the data. We emphasise the importance of neighbourhood data
as more than the data captured about the community and held by authorities; it also includes the
data produced by the community. As discussed by our participants, data that is held by community
organisations and local people could be useful in policymaking at a neighbourhood level, but
beyond that including experiential stories that make people’s feelings and successes visible can
promote a better understanding and sense of community.
One important principle that comes from our research (and is reflected in prior work) is that
the community is more important than ‘data’ to the extent that, although data is useless without a
group of citizens, a group of citizens can still make things happen without data. The concept of
neighbourhood data encompasses ideas of building a sense of community through the sharing of
positive stories, as well as through sharing resources and data. Only then can we begin to expect
any positive civic action to occur. As such, there is a need for a greater understanding of the types of
data that are important and have value and relevance in data-driven design processes. When taking
on data-driven decision-making design projects we cannot make an assumption that everything
that we count, counts, or that everything that counts, is counted [14]. Our findings suggest that
neighbourhood data is whatever a community cares about enough to measure.
5.2 Building Democratic Capacity to Inform and Legitimise Policy
Previous work in HCI shows that gathering opinions and views of citizens is often the easy part, but
the problem lies in the link between engagement and action [41, 71, 72]. Others have discussed the
idea of a ‘black hole’ [2, 46, 48] to reflect the tendency for local views and community contributions
to become lost in the system and have no tangible impact on the policy process. We relate this to
issues of ‘legitimacy’. Because decisions are made without engaging those whose lives are affected,
the policymakers themselves are not trusted, nor are the decisions seen to reflect the views of a
community. As such, the decisions made by those in power are not considered ‘legitimate’ by the
citizens. This manifests in issues we found around lack of trust and disempowerment.
Another side of the ‘legitimacy’ issue is to do with what democratic theorists call ‘transmission’
[10]. One problem with civil society organisations in instances of devolved decision-making with
forms of engagement that include dialogic forms of expression is presenting the expressed view-
points of citizens in a way that the local authority can understand. It may not be the case that the
local authority is not listening, but rather that they cannot translate what citizens are saying into
action. Moving towards integrating dialogic forms of participation with relevant datasets is one way
to make such forms of participation meaningful to decision-makers, legitimising the expressions of
concern for decision-makers. Access to, and the ability to use the same data that the council use as
a resource for civic action could be an important step in having their voices heard, as discussed in
section 5.3.
There was a belief that data could give people a voice or empower them, but it is the consequence
of that voice that is a major concern in projects and initiatives such as those discussed in this study.
Making that voice, which is exhibited as storytelling and dialogue among residents on matters of
concern [19], part of the evidence for decision-making is one way of making processes not only
more inclusive, but legitimate to citizens through their own involvement. This could also be true of
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involvement of other citizens who act as ‘trusted proxies’ [31] in instances where trust for public
officials in representative democracies is lacking.
A final point on legitimacy is that of ‘democratic legitimacy’ which comes from inclusivity of
democratic processes [21, 51]. The civil society groups we worked with were required to provide
evidence for writing funding bids to funding bodies and to persuade the local authority for more
resources. This raises concerns that civil society groups will privilege doing the type of work that
gets recognition or that is simple to represent with statistics at the cost of excluding those in the
community they understand as having the most need for support. There was a recognition that
their success stories or their fundamental services could not be turned into data that could be
understood by decision-makers. Community mapping projects have shown to be successful as an
engagement method [23, 66] and in policymaking [59]. They offer a means for citizens to engage
in a form of participation that is more engaging than a vote and more meaningful then a town
hall meeting. One of the aims of Neighbourhood Planning is to represent "counter-narratives to the
dominant planning paradigm" [13]. Further, research into engagement in the planning process has
suggested that novel ‘storytelling’ approaches can empower people who feel they are ‘missing’
from the data [52].
5.3 Building Epistemic Capacity to Promote a More Capable Citizenry
In our study, it was clear that there was potentially a myriad data collected and used within the
community as a resource for funding bids and service design, dispersed across a range of institutions.
At least one problem with this manifests itself through an apparent discrepancy in the priorities
identified by some groups compared to others. A way for them to share their administrative data
could mean a shared knowledge that would benefit the whole community. They could use data
that exists within and about the community to co-ordinate their services better across the town.
This is in line with recent work on ‘neighbourhood data’ that has pointed to the need for, and
potential benefits of local hubs for resources, knowledge-sharing and understanding [3, 6, 18].
As well as sharing data, these projects involved co-designing data collection (sensor) tools, and
collaboration with stakeholders [6], providing training so that residents could collect their own
interview data [3], and using citizen-generated image data to allow citizens to express, critically,
their local environment [18]. All three of these studies in different ways discuss creating a link
between empowered and informal arenas through building epistemic capacity of citizens. In a
sense, hubs such as this form a kind of ‘public sphere’ where ideas are formed and articulated, but
the route from these ideas to empowered spaces is of utmost importance. However, the idea of a
‘data commons’ does not automatically create a more capable citizenry, and in many cases relies on
resources (scientists, hardware) that are not always available.
The data commons concept could be applied to systems that could function as local data reposi-
tories owned by the community and managed by a collective of community organisations. This
would give civil society groups access to more meaningful local data which could in turn benefit
citizens. When done across various agencies who hold data in the community, this has the potential
to open up opportunities to promote better public judgment on issues, as well as a citizenry capable
of healthier and more informed civic action. When citizens encounter nonpartisan information and
have opportunities for fair and honest dialogue, this creates "probably as powerful a way to help
public judgment evolve as has been devised" [28, p19].
Sharing resources in this way has also been found to promote increased social interaction and the
sharing of skills [6]. Practically, it could help avoid redundancy of service provision and promote
collaboration between institutions and civil society groups within a community. These ideas of
a ‘data commons’ bring other possibilities. A local repository of neighbourhood data could also
support new agencies that come into the town to carry out community-driven work avoiding the
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cold-start that external agencies are faced with. It could be used to gain an understanding of the
community needs and the availability of existing resources.
This raises questions around governance, privacy and ethics. The above studies indicate initiatives
should be community-driven rather than top-down and forced. An alternative view to governance is
highlighted in Citizen-Generated Data and Governments [74] where it is indicated that Government
could or should host such resources. In HCI, Civic engagement & Trust [38] the authors call for civic
technology design that is sensitive to the needs of both civic authorities and citizens, moving away
from what they identified as an almost exclusive focus on ‘empowering citizens’.
Other work has called for reflection on system design to "better cater to these kinds of political
work and facilitate illegitimate civic participation as a valuable and significant means of practicing
democracy" [2, p1702]. A big concern for our participants working in civil society organisations was
their ability to show evidence of the work they did. In the past their most successful form of civic
action and communication with the local authority came from a type of ‘disruption’ rather than
consensus [43]. However, this form of advocacy was not always appropriate. Much participatory
design follows Mouffe’s theory of democracy [54] in discussing ‘agonistic spaces’ [8], but our
work suggests a deliberative democracy approach that better supports political discussion that
encourages reciprocity should be catered for by designers of civic technologies.
5.4 Concluding Remarks
Designers of platforms and infrastructure for neighbourhood data should seek to build systems
that accommodate a more nuanced take on the interplay between data, knowledge, information
and action. First, we should construct neighbourhood data as building democratic capacity. Our
work suggests that we should think of data as a continuum that flows both ways. To render this a
legitimate form of participation it must also be translated and transmitted from informal arenas
to formal arenas of power in a form that is both ‘situated’ and as a "resource for action" [68] for
both ends of the continuum, in order to position data as a negotiation between arenas of power.
Second, in order to build epistemic capacity, data need to be relevant. What data makes sense or is
valuable needs to be context-specific, as well as ‘open’ to multiple forms of action. As such, the
challenge is to create infrastructure to enable a multitude of expressions, sensitive to the ideas that
data are ‘situated’ not just by ‘place’ but by a plethora of socio-material and temporal contexts, and
broaden our definition of ‘action’ to include a range of purposes including facilitating the forming
of opinions not just the articulation or expression of existing views.
6 CONCLUSION
Through investigating the tensions at play in situations where ordinary citizens are carrying out
decision-making process and interfacing with government and national statistics, we discovered a
complex set of tensions. In discussing the implications of our work we have argued for the inclusion
of data that effects people’s perceptions of community beyond national statistics and the idea of
neighbourhood data as a concept for re-imagining the relationship between data, people, knowledge,
and action. Through our findings and the resulting principles for future designs, we want to bring
together ideas on the role of open data, the role of civil society, and the way this converges with
government policymaking processes. We have discussed the idea of bringing legitimacy to devolved
decision-making processes through the use of data as a resource for citizen deliberation so that it
might be contextualised to offer a utility to decision-makers that works for citizens.
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